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REFUGEE RESILIENCE:
WHERE SHOULD WE BE LOOKING?

Over the past thirty years there has been a growing focus on the needs of displaced people that recognises
the psychological impact of humanitarian disasters. The seismic displacement of refugees from Syria in
particular has meant mental health and psycho-social needs have been re-prioritised as equitable to those
of food, security and physical health. But assessing these needs is complex, and understanding the impact
of how to go about exploring and questioning refugee experiences has significant implications for those

working in this field.

One approach is Mental Health and Psycho-Social Support
(MHPSS). This works on the basis that by identifying the effects
of stress and finding ways to strengthen resilience, refugee
communities are better protected and better able to function.
For countries such as the UK looking to positively accelerate
integration and maximize protection, understanding this MHPSS
approach is key. Research consistently shows that the greater
the post-migration stress refugees experience, such as securing
work or seeking legal advice, the lower the levels of psycho-
social wellbeing. With this comes not only a greater possibility
of re-surfacing pre-migration trauma, but it also risks a spiral of
ineffective intervention.

Registering, interviewing and assessing those whose mental

and psycho-social needs are not recognised risks fundamental
misattributions and misunderstandings about the nature of
refugees. Practitioners in the asylum system, local authorities or
policing need to ensure their approach yields rich and accurate
psycho-social accounts so that interventions around risk
management, protection and community resilience are valid and
meaningful to those they look to protect.

ASSESSING MENTAL HEALTH AND PSYCHO-
SOCIAL SUPPORT (MHPSS)

One approach, put forward by the WHO and UNHCR, integrates
the collection and assessment of psychological needs through

a ‘tool kit’ which ranges from interviews with key informants,
through to household questionnaires and participatory
assessments. But whilst this approach gets to what the psycho-
social problems of displacement may be, it risks overlooking
how and why these needs operate. Inferring assumptions based
on standardised risk factors undermines the significance of

how individuals actually experience and manage the stress they
face. Further, the need for expediency can lead to psycho-social
problems being over generalised with cultural and contextual
factors being either neglected or diminished. In working with
refugees or asylum seekers, assessments and interviews require a
far richer and more nuanced approach.
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THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL IDENTITY

Recent developments within social identity research suggests

an approach that may improve practitioners’ understanding of
refugee wellbeing. Research has consistently demonstrated how
the social categories we use to make sense of who we are not only
shape how we experience stress, but also determine the degree to
which we feel we have the resources to cope with it.

Researchers have demonstrated that those identities which we
feel are important and define us at a particular moment in time
significantly influence how we appraise a situation as being
stressful. These same identities also give us an important sense
of how we may adjust or overcome these problems. For example,
the social identity of ‘refugee’ may bring into sharp relief
problems that only refugee communities face, whilst also offering
solidarity through the meaningful relationships and resources
they collectively provide.

STORIES, STONES & SOCIAL IDENTITIES

In exploring this approach through my own research with
Syrian refugees settling in Brazil and the UK, social identity
has been central within refugee experiences. Using a narrative
in-depth interview approach, I have introduced the technique
of Wearmouth’s ‘Talking Stones’ in which stones are used to
enable the interviewee to project elements of themselves, or
their experiences, into their personal accounts as key markers.

Encouraging this form of factual story-telling is an effective

way to unearth the important social and meaningful aspects of

a person’s life, and it is an approach particularly well suited to
represent the multiple nature of people’s identities, particularly
for those in transition. Asking refugees to speak about their
experiences as a narrative account, rather than rate the impact of
certain pre-determined problems, allows the factual experiences
and complexities they have encountered to emerge naturally.

Using stones in interviews has not only helped refugees to
articulate aspects of their life that may be too difficult or
painful to share, but it has allowed them to represent a range of
significant actors and influencers: themselves, the interviewer,
particular groups and specific events. By doing so it represents
these factors in relational ways, bringing to light subjective
experiences that are easily overlooked in more generalised
accounts.

In one example, a Syrian refugee mapped out his experiences
through clusters of stones that represented both those groups
that provide vital information and psycho-social support, and
those that presented a continual threat and challenge. He then
drew a boundary to show where he felt the ‘frontiers’ of his life
were. For example, when asked how he felt about other Arabs in
his community, he quickly selected a piece of sea glass. Arabs in
Brasilia, he argued, were like shards of glass, ‘they hurt’ and they
have no place on his side of the boundary. Using these stones,
rich insights into the lives and stresses of refugees can come to
the fore, often contradicting those we may erroneously hold
about cultures we do not truly understand.

Accounting for the influence of the interview itself is also
significant; such interviews do not stand outside refugee
encounters but are a fundamental part of their lived experience.
Using this technique, interviewees could also indicate where 1, as
the interviewer, stood in relation to their world, with whom they
felt I aligned, and how, over the course of our interviews, this
relationship changed.

Working with refugees in this way presents considerable ethical
and methodological challenges ranging from the recognition and
management of important power dynamics between interviewer
and participant, through to safeguarding all those who choose to
take part, and the information they share. But overall, working
with refugees in this capacity requires that their psycho-social

health is prioritised; it is essential to not only ensure that the
interview methods and approaches are sensitive and appropriate
to the context, but also do not put refugee wellbeing at further
risk.

To ensure engagement is participant-led and wellbeing is
prioritised, interview with refugees should aim to:

1. Minimise the risk to the person involved, both in terms
of their security and their psychological health. Sharing
sensitive and, at times, traumatic experiences can put the
person at greater risk, both physically and psychologically.

Allow the experiences of the person to be invited in such a
way that they are prioritised over any pre-determined idea
of risk, stress or coping. Generalisations about what certain
groups find stressful or adverse can easily lead to costly,
misplaced or even disabling interventions.

Allow for the influence of the practitioner’s identity to be
accounted for. Refugees are a vulnerable population who are
easily exposed to, and disadvantaged by, power disparities.

Foreground personal meanings, culture and context

within the accounts given. Particular experiences must be
contextualised so that interventions can be designed with
the advantage of knowing ‘why’ and ‘how’, not just ‘what’.

Support participant wellbeing. Practitioners should
always question the impact their work has on vulnerable
populations.
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refugee communities.
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